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WHAT IS GREAT ACTING?
In preparing to write this MFA thesis, I have read my previous two process papers and it is amazing how, without consciously attempting to figure it out, many of my questions have been answered and my hopes have been realized. For the first chapter of this thesis, I will describe how my definition of great acting has changed. I will then discuss blocks I consistently come up against in the rehearsal process and what performance means to me -why theatre is important.
In the past, I have said that great acting is unbridled freedom. That it is a full expression of the self that encompasses mind, body, and soul. While it is a full expression of the self without restraint, this definition is incomplete. It is not specific enough. The missing element is seeing what is actually in front of you and being present. With my previous definition, I could walk on stage and do anything as long as I was free and uninhibited. My uninhibited self could do something that is against the playwright's intentions or do something that doesn't serve my character's needs. Within the unbridled freedom, there must be presence and listening -listening to the character and surrendering to its desires and wants. Many times Paul, movement professor at the University of Iowa, talked about characterization as "the self, the state, and the mask/character." My previous definition only discussed the self. If you limit your self through hiding, you cannot fully commit to the character. The self must be free and unbridled to serve the character.
A few years ago, I watched Paul Nolan's performance in West Side Story at the Stratford Festival and that performance is still the epitome of great acting to me. When I watched him sing "Maria" it was breathtaking. There was no restraint from his self. He submitted his self fully to Tony and listened to his desires and saw what was really in front of him. Tony wants Maria. Everything about her is electric. As he stood on the floor of the thrust stage, he turned and saw her on the balcony. The breath he took in that moment took my breath away because he truthfully saw her. He was so present and open that the audience could feel Tony's desires. He saw the balcony, ran, jumped to grab the wrought iron railing and pulled himself up over it to kiss her. The athleticism and freedom he displayed captivated me. He fully brought his self to the character and did not get in his way. He let go into the work. He genuinely discovered each "Maria" and when he flung himself onto the floor to belt the high B flat, it was pure bliss. He was open and present so he was able to listen to what he was singing, see what was in front of him, and surrender to his character. It was a beautiful marriage of unbridled freedom from his self and surrendering to the character's needs.
On Being Present
How do you bring your self to the work? What does this even mean? Since I arrived at the University of Iowa, the biggest critique my faculty members have given me has dealt with bringing my self to the work. They would say that they see the mask and character development but not my self in the work. What I have discovered is that you must be present to bring your self to the work. This has been at the core of every class. In
Meisner it was, "Listen. Observe. Repeat." In Grotowski it was, "This is the moment of The clearest example I have of being present does not come from theatre, but from sports. I was standing on the 15 th tee at Chestnut Hills Golf Club in a tournament.
The weather was abysmal and I faced the most difficult tee shot on the course with a 3 shot lead, knowing I had the tournament won if I hit this ball in the fairway. There was a strong wind coming from the right side of the hole and the situation demanded I hit a fade with my driver to hold the ball up in the wind. I felt the soggy turf as I walked to my ball.
I heard the squish of my steps. I felt the club in my hands and the wind on my left cheek.
When I made contact with the ball, I knew it was perfect. The ball started down the middle and stayed right there. I did not even watch it land because I knew where it was going to land. I was fully present in this moment and responded to the situation as best I could. I did not attempt to fight the conditions. I did not get in my own way. I saw my targets, listened and surrendered to the elements, and responded physically. All of my memories of that moment live in my body, which is a clear indicator that I was present in that moment.
The present moment does not live in your mind, but rather your body. Eckart
Tolle's The Power of Now has been a truly influential book on my life as well as my work as an actor. One of his major tenants is that the mind/ego distracts you from the present and that you need to go into the body -the present moment arises in a place of no-mind, which is consciousness without thought where you can feel space in the body.
He goes on to say that, "all true artists, whether they know it or not, create from a place of no-mind, from inner stillness" (24 In addition to the breath as a way into the present, I have also found the pulse as a useful tool to drop into the body and become present. During one of Fannie Hungerford's yoga classes, we discussed using the pulse/heartbeat as a focus of meditation. I had never considered this to be a focus of meditation and found it immediately drew me into the present. This has been a useful tool that I have continued to use day to day in my personal fully and fully release into the work, I must move from this place. This is the starting place. In that moment, I was my full self present and ready to respond.
Feeling the pulse also changed my understanding of Paul's phrase, "Feel the floor.
Smell the air." Paul used this phrase during the Hero and the Mountain, an exercise where there was one hero and the rest of the class was the mountain. The hero started on the ground and made a proposal by moving his/her arm or leg into a position. The class, moving as the mountain, would move underneath the proposal to support the hero as he/she climbed. Eventually the hero reached the summit, traveled for a while, and then descended down the mountain. As the hero, I raced through the climb to get to the peak.
When I was up there, Paul was constantly telling me to feel the floor through the mountain and smell the rarified air at the top. I would do that and he would tell me I was not doing it, which really confused me at the time. I was breathing and smelling the air but something was not clicking. After experimenting with the pulse, I now realize that I Once you are fully present, the state is malleable. It is possible to expand the state to push or pull on your target through the breath. During Mask, Paul had us throw an imaginary stone into a giant lake. We put on the neutral mask, turned and saw the lake, walked towards the lake, found a rock, picked it up, threw it, watched it fly through the air, and then watched as it disappeared into the lake forming ripples. Just be open to the possibilities. As I moved through the immersive theatre experience that night, I had a hard time connecting to the piece. I did not see any performers for nearly forty-five minutes and was bored. I was wandering around the space wondering why this piece was so popular until I stumbled upon Macbeth moving through the graveyard. I had already seen him doing this, since the performance is on a loop, and knew he was going to move to a nearby area. I moved to that area so that l could get a closer look since there was a big crowd gathered around him and I did not want to fight the crowd. When he moved towards me, he stopped next to me and extended his hand. We were facing the same direction and I knew he wanted me to grab his hand. I grabbed his hand and then we walked through the space together. As we moved, I could feel my state change. I was actually part of the performance even though I was an audience member. The rest of the audience responded to me like I was part of the production because of my contact with the performer. I have never experienced that in any other production. Because the performer and I were both open to the moment and expanding our states, we shared an amazing experience. We were open and vulnerable and allowed our states to expand and feel one another. It was so visceral and moving for me as the audience member. It really taught me the value of moving through the world with openness.
On the Mask
The first two sections of this chapter discussed the importance of being present in the moment as well as expanding the state in great acting. These are foundational elements to great acting but incomplete without the third element -the character's mask.
While the state and being present are closely related, the mask is a separate entity that is held up by the self. The state and being present are ways to bring the self to the work.
They allow the performance to feel alive and responsive. Without these elements, the performance is flat and the mask hangs on the body. There is technique without heart.
There is a beautiful performance without the guts or viscera. When the actor is present and with his or her state expanded to support the character's mask, the performance comes alive in a transformational way. The mask consists of everything the character wants, needs, and what comprises his or her given circumstances. It requires specificity and exploration to discover how the character's mask feels, breathes, and moves.
My relationship with mask has gone through a really big transition since I began my training. As I read the script, I filled out the columns so that I had a chronological document that I could refer to easily. If I was confused about the given circumstances in a scene, I could find exactly what my character knows, or doesn't know, at that point in the play. I could also go back and change it as I made new discoveries during the rehearsal process. By the end of the rehearsal process, I had a neat and clean document that kept my given circumstances detailed and chronologically sound. I was a slave to this tool when I first learned it because it was too concrete in the way I used it. The mask became the most important aspect and I could not tap into my self or the state. I was only able to bring the mask to the stage because I was so focused on getting the character right. My "everything said" had to be right and that locked me up. I was not able to play. When I realized this, I abandoned this tool in an effort to find more freedom and expression of my self on stage.
Recently, however, I have realized how I can use the "everything said" as a useful tool to create a specific mask and not allow it to prevent me from bringing the self to the work. I realized that the mask must be very specific and malleable. The more specific I can make the mask, the more room there is to play because I feel more confident in its craftsmanship. I trust that it will support me and this frees me to surrender to it. The more specific the mask is, the more willing I am to let go and let it support me. In order for the mask to support though, it cannot be rigid. You can create a mask using the "everything said" but it has to fit well on your self. Your self has to be present and you must use the state to fill the mask so that it comes alive and is malleable. In Grotowski, Eric Forsythe, a professor and head of directing at the University of Iowa, talked about mask as a filter for the self. It is not a hindrance and does not stop the self from coming through. The mask acts like a stone in a river; it changes the direction of the water but does not block it fully. If the stone blocks the river fully, it is a dam. The self has to flow through the mask and reach out to the partner with the state. When I first used the 'everything said," I created dams that were rigid and did not let my self filter through. I am now able to create a mask that is malleable and lets my self flow through to create contact with my partners and the audience.
Besides the "everything said," I try to ask questions that lead to a more specific used the loft as the balcony. I found that she had an open heart and such a strong desire for him that she would lean out over the balcony to get as close as she could to him. The movement started from the heart and she fights against the balcony railing. The railing creates an obstacle and I felt exhilarated and frustrated that I could not be closer to Romeo when I leaned out over the balcony. I also discovered a big shift in her mask when she realizes that Romeo may take her behavior as light and foolish -that her love may not be as serious as she claims it is. It felt as if there was a fire in my heart that was stoked in that moment. For me, there was a tactic shift in that moment. The fire is stoked to a point where it explodes and the desperation peaks. This stoking fire also acted as my as-if. The essence of the fire informed the character's mask because Romeo was her stoker. He could make the fire roar. This as-if rooted me in Romeo so that as I performed the monologue, I stayed in contact with him so that I could be stoked to the point of desperation that caused me to lean out over the balcony railing.
These questions and the as-if help me develop a specific mask for the character that lives and breathes. It must live and breathe so that it can be responsive. In the past, I
have created masks that were too rigid and distancing. They distanced me from my partners and I could not connect with them because the mask was too impermeable. The key to developing the mask is finding specificity and freedom. It is not set in stone. It is free and open. In the last two years, I have explored how to create a free and resonate mask and the key for me is flexibility. It cannot be so thick that I cannot be seen through it. It must be flexible and breathe. Developing the specific character's mask is not an academic research practice that I must get right; rather, it is a fun exploration through the body.
Those are the three requirements for great acting in my opinion: presence, the state, and a specific character mask. I am sure that my definition for great acting will change as I move into the world and experience more theatre. My definition will change as I change and it should. My definition has grown to be more specific since I first arrived and the University of Iowa and I hope it evolves with me as I continue to grow as an artist.
REHEARSAL PITFALLS
The first chapter of this thesis was dedicated to what I consider to be the three core elements of great acting. This chapter is a slight departure from that theme and focuses on the rehearsal process. While crafting a character, there are issues in the rehearsal process that I consistently come up against. I will address major issues and provide ways I have found to move through these issues.
Imagination
At times I have found it difficult to buy completely into the given circumstances of the play. I struggle with this when I do not take enough time to specifically imagine the given circumstances. I have a tendency in my work, as well as my life, to work too efficiently. I used to view the given circumstances as a checkbox that I would spend some time working on and then move on to another element of the character's mask. This attitude is not useful though. It makes the given circumstances stale and boring for me.
As a result, I have trouble accessing them and feel disconnected from the world of the play. To me, theatre and performance are a part of life, a reflection of culture. And because of this, the theatre has the power to make grown men cry just like sports do. I admire Phil Jackson tremendously for his success and the way he applied compassion and love to the game of basketball. He was able to find the sacred nature of basketball and impart that wisdom to his players. When he reflects back on his early career, I hear a lot of myself in his journey.
When I was starting out, I…thought I could conquer the world with the force of my ego…Back then I would have scoffed at anyone who suggested that selflessness and compassion were the secrets to success…but after searching long and hard for meaning everywhere else, I discovered that the game itself operated according to laws far more profound than anything that might be found in a coach's playbook. Inside the lines of the court, the mystery of life gets played out night after night (22).
I used to think I could do it all myself. As long as I worked hard enough I would create something. Maybe I would have created art, but it was not going to fulfill its potential. I had to learn to have compassion with others and myself. I had to rediscover my love for the theatre and that it is a joy and privilege to perform. The theatre for me, like basketball for Phil Jackson, is a place where the mystery of life gets played out. It is a sacred place. Stanislavski said that humans "always try to make communication with the living soul of an object" (235) . That is what should happen in the theatre. As an actor, I must strive to connect with the living soul of my partners and the audience. When this happens, a unique event that can never be repeated occurs. Those moments happen when the actor is present, aware of the state, and flowing through the character's mask. Those moments of true human connection where souls are touched is why I got into the theatre and why this matters.
It is a special occasion when you walk to the theatre for a performance. I feel the anticipation and everything is heightened. The energy of the parking lot is different. As I stand in the wings and hear the audience, I get so excited. I am about to share my work with them. I am about to share myself with them through this character and story. I share it openly, vulnerably, joyously, and lovingly.
People of Orphalese, beauty is life when life unveils her holy face. But you are life and you are the veil. Beauty is eternity gazing at itself in a mirror. But you are eternity and you are the mirror. Khalil Gibran, The Prophet
